THE AGE OF SUFFERING

Marie-Ange shrugged her shoulders.

"Oh no/' she said, "I was merely wondering why you were asking
me that question."

"Because I want to know/* he said.

In the bottom of his heart he was hoping that she would reply:
"There has only been one man before you."
He came back to the charge by another road.
"At what age did you begin to make love?" he asked.
"Not very long ago. At twenty/5 she said,

Until this moment it had never occurred to Marie-Ange that she
would have to render an account to anyone; and now she suddenly
realized that she was going to be compelled to render one, with no
logical reason,, but simply because she was face to face with someone
stronger than herself. There was a sort of threat underlying Simon's
curiosity. "If I refuse to answer he'll grow angry." She felt that he
had an advantage over her, and that she was dependent on him. It was
the ransom due for having been saved from loneliness.

"And who was he?"

"Who?"

"Your lover?"

She still hesitated, but then, seeing that there was no way of escape
from the inquisition, she said: "After all, if it interests you why should
I conceal it? It was one of my distant cousins, Francois de Laubrieres.
I thought it absurd to be still a virgin at twenty. I wanted to know; I
liked him well enough; and there it was."

"How long did this adventure last?"

"Four or five months. We saw each other from time to time, there
was nothing regular about it."

"And after that?"

Since she had begun to talk, there was no longer any reason to stop.
She mentioned, in the same curt, cold way, a boy who worked in public
relations and had gone abroad, and then an idle young man in the
American Embassy, and then a tennis-player whom she had known
during the last holidays.

"And the tennis champion, how long did that last?"

" It didn't last," she said. " It was just one night."

She had spoken calmly and naturally. But she was being tortured.
She had never imagined, when she had had a vague feeling that she
was committing a fault with those men, that the punishment would
take this form. She noticed that with every name she mentioned Simon
automatically put out a finger as if counting.

"And then?"

There was a glint of anger and hatred in Marie-Ange's eyes.

"And then?" Simon insisted.

"And then there was you."